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			How it Began

			Pepper Masalah
and the
Flying Carpet

			Pepper Masalah looks like a mini panther with copper-coloured eyes. She lived with Zamir (Zam for short) on the family’s olive farm with Zam’s father, Pa, and Dadi, Zam’s grandmother. In the mornings Pepper woke Zam by purring and patting his cheek with a paw. Then she went with Zam to check on the olive trees and to chase the wild rabbits. Most of all, Pepper loved spending a winter’s day asleep on the red and blue carpet in front of the fire. In summer she slept on the carpet under the fan.

			One wintry evening there was a fierce storm. The wind howled so much that the windows rattled and the trees tossed their heads. A branch from the giant olive tree near the house smashed through the lounge window. The wind roared inside. It flicked up Pepper and Zam on the carpet and whisked them both out into the storm.

			‘Yeow!’ Pepper doesn’t like storms. She dug her claws into the carpet and hoped it would float onto the lawn so they could run inside. But the wind was so strong it lifted the carpet higher, and higher until it was riding the wind above the clouds. When it finally landed, Pepper and Zam had an adventure in the Arabian Peninsula. That first adventure is called Pepper Masalah and the Flying Carpet.

			In Pepper’s second book, Pepper Masalah and the Temple of Cats, the carpet lands in Ancient Egypt. Pepper and Zamir don’t know that the carpet is trying to find its original owner in Kashmir and sometimes goes back in time to search. The carpet returns to present-day Afghanistan in Pepper Masalah and The Giant Bird. They meet a mythical giant bird and almost become cobra food. They go back in time again in their fourth adventure, Pepper Masalah and the Disappearing Rope, to find the carpet’s original owner. But here they are flying again. Can you guess where they will land this time?

			

			Chapter 1: 
Kashmir
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			The carpet doesn’t take long to travel to Kashmir. ‘This is the fastest we’ve flown,’ Zam says. He’s hanging onto the edge of the carpet and Pepper’s claws grab the carpet’s fringe. ‘I’m sorry,’ she whispers to the carpet, ‘but I don’t want to fall off.’

			‘It’s like the carpet can’t wait to arrive,’ Zam says.

			Pepper hopes it lands in their own time. Going back in history is too stressful.

			The carpet circles over a land of snow-topped mountains, lakes and green forests. ‘Wow,’ Zam says. ‘This is a beautiful place.’

			Pepper peers over the edge of the carpet. ‘I hope we don’t land in a lake.’ These ones look much bigger than the dam at home.

			‘Don’t worry,’ Zam says. ‘I don’t think there are crocodiles here.’

			

			But then they see houses or what is left of them. Almost every building has fallen to the ground.

			‘Look at all the tents,’ Pepper says. She knows what they are as she and Zam sometimes sleep in a tent in the backyard for fun. But this doesn’t look like fun.

			The carpet lands gently near a lake.

			Pepper stretches. ‘That’s the best landing we’ve had. Thank you, Carpet.’ It gives a ripple like a sigh of happiness.

			Many boats with roofs float on the lake, moored to the land with ropes. Pepper can see people on some of them. ‘Are people living on boats?’ she shudders. ‘What if they fall in the water?’ Falling in water is Pepper’s worst nightmare.

			‘They look like the houseboats that we have in Australia,’ Zam says.

			

			One lady is washing clothes in a bucket and hanging them over the side. Another lady is cooking in a pot over a gas camp oven.

			Pepper sniffs the air with her mouth open. ‘Mmm, smells like Dadi’s curry.’ Zam’s grandma, Dadi, cooks the best curries. Pepper miaows, ‘I miss Dadi’s food.’

			‘So do I.’ Zam smiles. ‘Kashmir is lovely.’

			The carpet wrinkles as if it agrees.

			‘Maybe the carpet brought us to this lake because Dadi’s family might have lived here?’ Pepper thinks the carpet is looking very pleased with itself.

			‘Dadi’s family left when there was a war,’ Zam says. There are no houses by the lake just a huge pile of rubble.

			Pepper jumps off the carpet.

			‘Let’s explore,’ Zam says. ‘The closest houseboat has a narrow jetty going out to it.’

			Pepper looks at the water and slides herself around Zam’s legs.

			Zam rolls up the carpet and slings it across his shoulders. ‘You can ride on my shoulder too if you like, Pepper.’

			‘Mirrap, thank you.’ She jumps up to Zam’s shoulder. ‘I guess we’d better find out why the carpet wants to be here.’

			‘Absolutely.’

			They reach the houseboat but are not sure what to do next. ‘Should we climb on board?’ Pepper says.

			Zam looks around. ‘This feels like going into a house without knocking, but there’s no bell to ring.’

			‘Let’s call from here,’ Pepper miaows.

			‘Hello,’ Zam calls. There’s no answer.

			

			‘What about that ‘hello’ word we learnt in the last place?’ Pepper asks.

			‘Salaam,’ Zam says it louder this time. But still, no one answers.

			‘Maybe no one lives on this houseboat,’ Pepper says. She can feel the carpet rippling under her paws. ‘Is the carpet tickling your neck, Zam?’

			‘Yes, it is.’

			Pepper remembers how the carpet moved when they reached the fort in the last adventure. ‘I think the carpet is excited.’

			‘That’s probably because we’re finally in Kashmir.’

			‘Mirrap, maybe there’s a village to explore,’ Pepper says hopefully. When people live together there is food.

			They walk away from the lake. Pepper gives a sigh of relief, but the carpet shakes.

			There are rows of green tents. It looks like a tent village, and they head towards it.

			On the way, Pepper sees the wreckage of a house. Then another. ‘Something bad has happened here,’ she says.

			Zam nods. ‘A huge storm?’

			‘I didn’t see houses fall down when the storm blew us out of the window at home,’ Pepper points out.

			Zam stops by a house that is made of cement. Only one wall is standing. ‘Even the concrete houses are destroyed,’ Zam whispers.

			Pepper checks out the damage inside.

			‘Be careful, Pepper. That wall could easily fall.’

			Pepper returns with a bright object in her mouth. She drops it at Zam’s feet. ‘This was under the dirt.’

			Zam picks it up. ‘A gold bangle. Dadi never goes anywhere without her bangles.’
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			‘What could have happened?’ Pepper looks up at Zam who knows more about the world than she does.

			‘I think there’s been an earthquake.’

			

			Chapter 2: 
Naz
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			Just as Pepper and Zam approach the tents, a boy sees them. ‘Salaam,’ he says.
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			‘Hi,’ Zam says. Then he adds, ‘salaam.’

			The boy grins and his brown eyes dance. ‘You know my language.’

			Zam shakes his head. ‘Only a few words.’ Even so, he can still understand the boy.

			‘I am Naz. What is your good name?’

			‘I’m Zam and my cat is Pepper Masalah.’

			‘Hoi, a spicy bili.’

			‘Mirrap.’

			‘Where do you come from, Zam?’

			Zam glances at Pepper. ‘Australia.’

			The boy stares at them. ‘But our overseas planes are not flying yet. How did you arrive?’

			Both Zam and Pepper stay quiet. They mustn’t tell anyone about the carpet until they know they can trust them.

			The boy shrugs. ‘Ao, come with me and have a cup of chai.’

			

			The boy leads them to a green tent with a yellow towel hanging on a rope outside.

			‘Thank you,’ Zam says. ‘There are so many tents. How do you know which is yours?’

			Naz laughs. ‘They have a number just like a house.’ He points to the painted number 98 on the front of their tent.

			‘Aren’t there enough people to build houses?’ Zam asks.

			Naz tips his head to the side. ‘Many houses take a long time to build and most of the aid workers have left to help with other disasters. One day we will have a house again.’

			Pepper likes his positive attitude.

			A lady comes out of the tent with a pot of water.

			‘Ummie,’ Naz says, ‘this is my new friend Zam and his bili, Pepper.’

			The lady looks tired, but she smiles at them. ‘Welcome. Naz, fetch another cup and a saucer of water for the bili.’

			As usual, Zam and Pepper can understand her. She sounds a lot like Dadi. She puts the pot on a gas camp oven and stirs black tea leaves into the pot and adds powdered milk and a little bit of sugar. Pepper thinks they must be poor if they can’t put lots of sugar in the chai like Dadi. After a few minutes, she gives cups of chai to Zam and Naz.

			‘This is nice tea,’ Zam says.

			‘It would be sweeter,’ Naz says, ‘but we’re running out of supplies.’

			‘Nice water,’ Pepper adds. Naz looks at her in shock, but he doesn’t say anything. Pepper can tell he can understand her miaows.

			‘We come from the city of Muzaffarabad,’ Naz says, ‘but there was so much damage and my abu died in our house.’ He glances at his mother.

			‘I’m sorry for your loss,’ Zam says. ‘So, this is Kashmir?’

			`‘This is Azad Jammu and Kashmir. We call it Azad Kashmir.’ Naz waves to the east. ‘Jammu and Kashmir is over there.’

			Zam knows there was a war years ago as Dadi had spoken about it. The war divided Kashmir.

			‘They are from Australia,’ Naz says to his mother.

			She looks at them in surprise. ‘We haven’t had visitors like you since the earthquake.’ She turns to Naz. ‘They might like to meet the teacher at the school. She wants to go to Australia.’

			When they finish the chai, Naz stands up. ‘I will take you to the school to meet Miss Jani.’

			Zam puts the carpet across his shoulders. ‘Why aren’t you at school?’ he asks while they walk down the path between the tents.

			Naz shrugs. ‘Ummie is sad sometimes and I stay home from school to help her.’

			‘My pa is sad too,’ Zam murmurs.

			Then Naz says, ‘everyone has to help when there is a disaster.’

			Zam nods while Pepper runs ahead. Soon they reach two tents that are big with upright canvas walls.

			‘This is the junior school,’ Naz says.

			He pokes his head into the tent. There is a girl that looks as old as a Year 12 student teaching the class their tables. They repeat everything after her. Naz and Zam sit down to wait until they finish. Then the girl looks at Naz.

			‘Are you helping your ummie today?’

			He nods. ‘Meena, where is Miss Jani?’

			The girl frowns. ‘We do not know. Gul and I are running the school today even though we are in training. No one has seen Miss Jani for two days.’

			Naz frowns. ‘Has someone checked her donga, Meena?’

			She lifts her chin at two older girls. ‘They have been to the houseboat, but no one is there.’ Meena steps closer to the boys so the students do not hear. ‘I am worried. Miss Jani knew some information that she was going to tell the police, but they have not seen her either.’

			

			‘What is the information?’ Naz asks.

			Meena wipes a tear from her cheek. ‘We do not know, but it must be important if she has disappeared.’

			Zam looks around to see what Pepper thinks about this but she’s not there. He leaves the tent. ‘Pepper! Pepper Masalah!’ She always comes when he calls her full name as these are the words he uses when he feeds her. But she doesn’t appear.
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			Naz comes out. ‘Kia bat hai? What is the matter?’

			Zam turns a whole circle searching his surroundings, but there is no sign of Pepper; no black tail sticking out from a bush or a pile of rubbish. ‘I think I’ve lost my cat.’

			

			Chapter 3: 
Pepper
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			Pepper finishes her business and bounds back onto the path to join the boys, but they aren’t there. She sniffs the ground. She can smell Zam, so she follows the path. They must be around the corner. But when she turns left, she hears a voice say, ‘What a lovely lost bili.’

			Before she can say she isn’t lost, a bag is flung over her head. It’s so quick, she can’t react. The bag is drawn tightly around her, and she nearly vomits. It’s a wet hessian bag. It must have been in the lake. She yowls. ‘No, no! You can’t put me in the lake. I’m not lost. Zam! Where’s Zam?’
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			She hates the smell of hessian, especially wet hessian. There’s a shadow, a memory at the edge of her mind. Has this happened before? When she was young? She has to escape. What will the person do to her? Hessian bags are sad and bad. She kicks and bites the bag, but she can’t get her claws through the material to the man carrying it on his back. The hessian is too thick. She tries growling but that doesn’t stop him. She screeches. Why won’t someone help?

			Then she hears a door unlock. Not the lake then. She quietens, so she can listen and remember which way she is being taken. Another door opens and it squeaks. It scratches on the ground. The floor sounds like cement. She sniffs. It’s musty. The bag is put down. She pushes her head against the top of the bag, but the bag is tied tight. She hears a door shut.

			She waits, all her legs quivering, ready to jump. She hears the footsteps come closer. They stop by the bag and then it is opened. She flies out of the bag but there is nowhere to hide. She skids to the door, but it’s shut. She butts it but it won’t open. She races across to another pen where a few
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